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ABSTRACT 
The concept of resilient urban form has gained attention as one of the most important topics within 
today's discourse of sustainable urbanism. However, most current discussions of resilient urban 
form mainly focus on the areas of physical, spatial and material aspects of urban landscapes, 
environments and properties. It is critical to examine more factors beyond the physical characters 
of built environment alone to develop a more extensive way of understanding, including changing 
social life and cultural practice. This paper seeks to study urban resilience with a strong focus on 
the cultural aspect. As an important landmark for over 100 years, Seattle’s Chinatown has been a 
major urban landmark to the city, contributing to its unique urban history, culture and amenities. 
Despite many studies examining the social-political and social-economic changes of Chinatowns in 
the US, there is a lack of attention regarding the spatial changes in the cultural contexts of 
complicated and dynamic webs of interactions with social, economic and environmental conditions. 
This paper, using Seattle’s Chinatown as an example, attempts to understand the interrelationships 
of spatial elements that are used for the shape of culture-based urban forms and their responses to 
socioeconomic changes of the urban contexts.  
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INTRODUCTION  
Recently, the concept of “resilience” has been increasingly used as an emerging design guide for 
urban development. Some scholars consider resilience is critical to allow us to incorporate the 
element of change and the dimension of time to understand and intervene the form of cities 
(Thwaites, Porta, Romice, & Greaves, 2007; Porta & Romice, 2010). The movement towards 
sustainability in the past few decades has brought new values and meanings to urban resilience – 
the sustainable network of physical forms and human communities becomes essential to achieve 
urban resilience (Gleeson, 2012; Creutzig, et al., 2016). Those understandings have encouraged 
the use of term “resilient urban forms” to describe how well the spatial patterns and representations 
of human activities of an urban place (urban forms) respond to changing needs and demands 
through absorbing shocks, facilitating rapid recovery, and enhancing adaptive capacity of the 
urban system (Sharifi, 2019). However, the concept of resilience is relatively new and is interpreted 
and used in different ways by different scholars (Carpenter, Walker, Anderies, & Abel, 2001). 
There is no agreement to reach “a solid and operational status” of resilience (Allan & Bryant, 
2011). The clear effort to “relate the constitutive elements of urban forms to principles of resilience 
is still lacking” (Feliciott, Romice, & Porta, 2016).  
Within the scope of urban resilience, some urban forms integrating certain cultural resources are 
employed to maintain and develop certain cultural identity and promote cultural practices. 
Therefore, selected cultural symbols, as the essential source used for most cultural representations, 
are embodied in urban environment to become culture-based urban forms that highlight the shared 
experience, values, traditions and beliefs for a social group. The cultural resilience of a community 
heavily relies upon the capacity of culture-based urban forms’ self-organization to retain key 
identity while enduring changes over time.  
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The concept of culture-based urban forms can be interpreted into two aspects: one refers to the 
external manifestation of physical forms along some sensory modality, like aural, visual, or 
kinesthetic; the other is the inherent meaning perceived by people who use the symbols / forms or 
are exposed to the symbols /forms (Lizardo, 2016). The perception is characterized by a complex 
set of artifacts. This bipolar structure generates interesting relationships between the physical form 
and mental perception – a culture-based urban form may remain its physical properties but is 
interpreted in different ways, while changing forms may still have a consistent perceived meaning.  
Hence, the persistence of the physical property or the perceived meaning of culture-based urban 
forms over time can be understood as an indicator of cultural resilience. Based on this 
understanding, the continuing shared memory and cultural identity is determined by not only the 
cultural representation’s physical permanence but also the life patterns and human activities 
associated with those culture-based urban forms.   
As a striking example, Chinatowns in North America have emerged as a critical and unique urban 
environment where multicultural and multiethnic identities become visible through the exotica of 
urban forms and distinct cultural practices and life patterns. Chinatowns are normally perceived as 
“foreign” or “other” places separated from their contexts, an ethnic enclave in the city. After 
enduring a long period of hostile treatments, racism and ignorance, the influx of multiculturalism 
and the exotic cultural representations in Chinatowns have become a unique asset that makes 
Chinatowns marketable as the new destinations for leisure, tourism and entertainment.  
Seattle’s Chinatown is a key example that is characterized by the shifting images of a well-
developed cultural enclave and changing culture-based urban forms while maintaining a strong 
manifestation of ethnic Chinese culture.  
A SEGREGATED ETHNIC ENCLAVE  
The beginning of Chinatowns in North America was a product of anti-immigrant movements in the 
1800s and the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882 (Lin, 1998). The inassimilable difference and the lack 
of language skills and social support reinforced their spatial marginalization and isolation from 
their urban contexts.  
The first noticeable culture-based urban forms used in the Chinatown was the physical barriers that 
carried little cultural meanings or perceptions but was used to mark ethnic difference and cultural 
isolation. Like many other Chinatowns in North America, Seattle’s Chinatown was formed in a 
marginal and undesirable land near the Downtown center (Abramson, Manzo, & Hou, 2006). 
Railroad tracks and industrial warehouses from the west, steep terrain to the north and east, and 
the undeveloped lands to the south isolated the Chinatown from other urban communities both 
visually and physically despite the close distance to the Downtown. The location of the Chinatown 
at Seattle was considered as a general undesired land by established white Americans (Lin, 1998).  
The physical barriers made the physical boundary of the Chinatown clearly defined and separated 
it from its immediate surroundings. This physical isolation not only marked the different social, 
economic and ethnic status of the residents in the Chinatown and made them away from the 
mainstream society, but also fostered a strongly inward community that served as the cocoon of 
comfort zone and providing a home feeling to immigrants living there. It was the physical barriers 
that allowed the ethnic cultural representations to be possible within the Chinatown. Also, due to 
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the Chinatown was physically isolated, those cultural representations could survive from the 
interventions of outside mainstream cultures and started to attach to urban forms.   
The immediate change of urban forms with the Chinese immigrants’ moving-in was the increasing 
street signs in Chinese characters and store fronts with Chinese style decorations, which reflected 
the active attempts to attract customers from Chinese immigrants. Street signs in Chinese characters 
helped Chinese people without English language skill easily understand the nature of the business 
in buildings alone the streets. Chinese style decorations could be perceived as an informal message 
that invited Chinese customers to the stores. Those early examples of culture-based forms were 
simple, humble and attached to existing buildings, which echoed the general socioeconomic status 
of Chinese immigrants.  
The Chin Gee Hee Building built in 
1889 was an evidence of improving 
economic status for some Chinese 
immigrants. Its south façade was 
featured with a unique balcony that 
had a simplified Chinese hip roof with 
two Greek Ionic columns on both 
sides. This odd combination reflected 
an early example of grassroot 
approach towards a more 
cosmopolitan identity. This example 
highlighted the dichotomous view 
hold by many Chinese immigrants: on 
one hand they wanted to retain their 
cultural connections to the home but 
on another hand, they are eager to 
end the social and physical isolation 
to be accepted into the society.  
Figure 1. Seattle’s Chinatown in 1934. The Chin Gee Hee Building can be 
seen at the near left. (University of Washington Library Special 
Collections, 1934) 
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In 1924, the completion of the 
Chinese Grand Opera Theater 
marked the first building in the 
Chinatown designed by a Chinese 
American architect, Wing Sam Chinn 
(Ochsner, 2017). Its main façade, 
used a simplified form of a traditional 
Chinese gateway – the façade had it 
central portion being taller and 
having more decorations sided by 
two identical portions, a typical 
design treatment used in traditional 
Chinese architecture to highlight the 
significance of the center. Residents of 
the Chinatown had more financial 
and social resource and more 
confidence to celebrate their cultural 
roots. This style was also employed 
by several buildings in the Chinatown 
in later times.  
The Chong Wa Benevolent 
Association Building built in 1930 was 
also designed by Wing Sam Chinn. 
As the headquarter of a major 
community organization, this building 
main façade was featured with a 
careful combination of a large pediment in the style of Chinoiserie, an Americanized Chinese 
design style originated from San Francisco, with classic Western Romanesque style. The unique 
pediment resembled the side wall of traditional houses in southern China, but pediments were not 
commonly used in traditional Chinese buildings. The brick masonry exterior wall and the keystones 
and round arches for the windows also suggested a strong western presence. The marriage of 
visual elements from China and the West presented by the building façade demonstrated a more 
actively and institutionally conscious approach towards a cosmopolitan identity. 
AN ORIENTAL COMMUNITY  
In the 1930s –1940s, many Filipinos and African Americans moved into the neighborhood. This 
significant population change brought new physical facilities that met the different life needs of the 
new commers. The shift of cultural needs and increasing cultural distinctions among different ethnic 
groups raised tensions and conflicts over the physical properties and ethnic meanings of cultural 
representations in urban forms. Some community organizations strongly opposed any non-Chinese 
ethnic forms applied into the Chinatown, claiming that it would pose a danger to the integrity and 
validity of Chinese cultural heritage and ethnic identity of the community.  
In the meantime, the City of Seattle also attempted to remove the social and cultural isolation of the 
community and celebrate the new development of multiculturalism to promote tourism by replacing 
the name of “Chinatown” by “international district.” This policy change received a backlash from 
Figure 2. The opening of the Chong Wa Benevolent Association Building 
in 1929. (University of Washington Library Special Collections , 1929) 
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many community organizations and business associations within the Chinatown who worried this 
change would eliminate “Chinese elements.” During the 1950s – 1970s, the two sides pushed back 
and forth for the negotiation of the two different directions of the culture-based urban forms: on one 
hand, some stakeholders stressed the significance of maintaining the perpetuated “Chinese 
imagery” that reflected the stereotypical image of a Chinatown; the other preferred a more general 
exoticism without placing any particular focus on any ethnic group to promote a new identity of 
pan-Asian multiethnic community.  
Two urban parks completed in the 1970s were the examples of the application of those two 
different approaches. As the first formal public plaza within the Chinatown, the Hing Hay Park was 
featured an authentic Chinese pavilion in the center and a unique pavement pattern based on the 
idea of Eight Diagram (Ba Gua), a traditional symbol of Taoism. The cultural-based forms used for 
the Hing Hay Park facilitated the stereotypic image of the Chinatown as an ethnic enclave.   
The Danny Woo Community Garden built 
in 1975 on the northern edge of the 
Chinatown intentionally played down the 
“Chinese elements” by taking more 
neutral and modern forms without 
referring to any ethnic group. The 
celebration of multiculturalism and pan-
Asian identity was highlighted by the 
mottos, “one heart-mind, one spirit,” cast 
on the terrace retaining wall in different 
languages used by Asian groups.  
Despite of moving towards different 
directions, the two approaches 
contributed to the construction of 
“otherness,” an exotic orientalism, 
attracting curiosity and developing 
fantasy. In terms of tourism, the culture-
based urban forms became the 
marketable cultural asset that can be 
projected to communicate the exotic cultural pluralism and otherness of the destination (Henderson, 
2003).  
After 2000, new developments have continued demonstrating the two different approaches that 
reinforce the definition of “oriental otherness.” Culture-based forms have become more 
commodified for exoticism. Noticeable examples include: an authentic traditional Chinese gateway 
structure, the Chinatown Gate, marking the west entrance of the Chinatown in 2007, a set of 
dragon decorations on street light poles, and the new expansion of the Hing Hay Park.  
CONCLUSIONS 
Over a century, Seattle’s Chinatown has witnessed the tremendous changes of the city center from 
a very close distance while retaining unique spatial forms for its unique ethnic identity. The ethnic 
“Chinese elements” has always been a key theme for most of its culture-based urban forms. They 
have negotiated and reconstructed, despite of the tension between different approaches and 
Figure 3 The Chinese style pavilion inside the Hing Hay Park  
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forces, to correspond with emerging patterns and to embody in the process of seeking and 
retaining a place identity. There are two fundamental questions that had haunted the community for 
a long time:  1. Who are “we”? and 2. Are “we” “others”? 
In the early time of the Chinatown, the culture-based forms were strongly associated with the 
concept of an “ethnic enclave” that excluded Chinese Americans from the surrounding urban 
contexts. Living in the ethnic enclave enabled the immigrant community to employ various culture-
based urban forms based on their home cultural traditions and heritages as an effective means to 
shape the shared identities responding to changing contexts. Being key resources of identity 
development, the culture-based urban forms produced a “counter-mainstream” cultural value 
internalized by the community to negotiate power relations in the city.  
The changes of the culture-based urban forms since the 1950s have demonstrated the Chinatown’s 
dilemma of seeking a new identity that can well connect the Chinatown’s unique past, present and 
future in the wake of urban tourism and global changes. The attempts of promoting exorcism have 
brought various kinds of urban forms that still facilitate the enhancement of an ethnic enclave. 
Although the physical and social isolations were improved and multiculturalism became highly 
appreciated in the city, the Chinatown is still deeply entrenched in the image of cultural stereotype 
that has been prescribed by outsiders. Therefore, the culture-based urban forms there are still 
struggling in a system of entrenched relationship with the ethnic roots of Chinese culture from the 
past.  
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